DRAFT
Visual images constitute much corporate communication about products, economic performance, and social responsibility, and also inform governmental efforts to create positive attitudes for citizens, consumers, and organizations. Brand image, corporate image, advertising images, and images of identity all depend upon compelling visual imagery.
Variously referred to as the attention economy, the aesthetic economy, and the experience economy, this visual turn in marketing may call for new perspectives and research approaches. How do image communicate? What does the production and consumption of images mean for marketing and society? How does the handling of images in the allied fields of visual studies, art history, film theory, design management, and corporate identity shed light on the relationships between visual processes and consumption?
This chapter discusses methodological and theoretical issues of visual images as they pertain to brands via interdisciplinary research examples and exemplars. I place visual issues within a broader theoretical perspective of brand culture -the cultural dimensions or codes of brands -history, images, myths, art, theatre -that influence brand meaning in the marketplace. Visual consumer research cuts across methodological and topical boundary lines -the possibilities and problems of visual approaches encompass experimental and interpretive realms, and include such varied topics as information processing, image interpretation, and research techniques.
The Image
Visual images exist within a distinctive socio-legal environment -unlike textual or verbal statements, such as product claims or political promises, pictures cannot generally be held to be true or false -images often elude empirical verification. Thus, images are especially amenable to help strategists avoid being held accountable for false or misleading claims. For example, cigarette manufacturers have learned not to make text-based claims about their products, relying instead on visual imagery such as the lone cowboy.
Many battles of the brands take place within the visual domain. Design, in particular, depends upon visual understanding and aesthetic expertise. The Web mandates visualizing almost every aspect of corporate strategy, operations, and communication; web design has brought visual issues into the mainstream of strategic thinking, and spurred research and thinking about perception and preference of visual displays. Images -including brand images, corporate images, and Websites -constitute much corporate communication about products, economic performance, and corporate identity. it is today. Photography, in turn, was heavily influenced by the older traditions of painting in 1 'Image' has often been opposed to 'substance' in marketing theory, as in wider intellectual discussions. For emerging notions about the role of the image in the economy and marketing, see, for example, see Scott Lash and John Urry, The Economies of Sign and Space (London: Sage, 1994); C. Whan Park, Bernard J. Jaworski and Deborah J. MacInnis, 'Strategic brand concept-image management ' (1986) The action takes place in an oval, gilt-framed mirror hanging to the left of the couple.
The bespectacled man gazes at his reflection, which has curiously transformed him into a much more classically attractive visage. In the mirror's reflection, the man appears to be in his mid to late twenties, tall, dark, a rakish curl of hair falling seductively down his forehead.
He has lost 'his' eyeglasses, pointed nose, unstylish hair, and oversize chin -he might be said to resemble Pierce Brosnan as James Bond. The woman -not caught in the reflection that we see -seems to be peering across her companion to look at his rugged reflection. She models a low cut cocktail dress, which reveals a thin frame, a conservative, shoulder-length haircut, and makeup that exaggerates her facial expression -one of bemusement. She appears to be enjoying herself -her right arm reaches over and grasps the man's right arm. His right hand curls around his Coloma Mudslide, maintaining its fetish-like powers of transformation.
We suggested that the ad represents a portrait of a male-female couple with the addition of another male peering in on them from behind the mirror. This mirrored image may be read in several ways, as the sage from whom the man learned the ways of ordering impressive drinks, or the self transformed by demonstrating taste. To order and consume the right product (even the choice of the restaurant) expresses the man's cultural capital in the field of middle-class consumer culture. Thus, the ornamental femininity of his date further enhances his capital accumulation, and her apparent pleasure at his beverage brand reaffirms his masculinity, attractiveness and taste in one go. Perhaps more attractive mirror-man admires less attractive man's drinking partner, thus conferring male status on his ability to attract a desirable date? The alchemical mirror embodies contradictions of the consuming male; one must be vain and attractive, as well as rational and sophisticated.
Furthermore, the tropes of alcohol involve taste, the pleasures of imbibing, the ability to 'control one's liquor', and, at a more fundamental level, a ritual of adulthood, especially the male variety. In Pierre Bourdieu's theory of symbolic capital, the conversion of one form of capital into another is precisely what makes it so valuable to vie for various forms of capital in different social fields. Here, we see the conversion of cultural capital into social capital by virtue of acquiring more desirable 'body-for-others.' 8 Either way, we have a provocative message of physicality and product use.
The 'homely' man seems caught, Narcissus-like, gazing at his more handsome reflection, looking away from his date. Mirrors are a traditional trope of vanity, narcissism, lust, and pride in Western art. Usually, mirrors are linked to women, revealing, reflecting, and reinforcing feminine attributes of beauty and vanity. In this ad, the mirror plays a double role -casting a reflection of the newly self-confident man, and echoing the female role of mirroring male identity. Thus, the feminine mirrors the masculine, reflecting back selfconfidence, consumer expertise, and embodied transformation. Furthermore, the woman stands in as a mirror. He looks to her to gain a flattering conception of himself -she was impressed which did wonders for his self-confidence. This ad stands out for its representation of the male gaze, and suggests a reordering of limits within the male discourse. The image appears to invert, or perhaps expand, the object of gaze; the man seems quite concerned with himself as an object of beauty, as he vainly pays more attention to his image than to his date.
His self-doubts fade -thanks to the woman's positive impression -his masculinity reaffirmed. However, one might read this ad in other ways, as men to men, perhaps the striking man in the mirror attracts the gaze of the homely man, doubly disrupting the gaze, and transforming the ad into a potentially gay image. 9 This queer perspective finds homoerotic overtones in the gaze between the two men -one reflecting, one reflected -who wink at themselves while wooing others.
A similar visual theme occupies an ad for Gateway computers, The Way Things Should Be. In this example, another apparently unattractive man gazes into a mirrored wall to see a more conventionally good looking 'reflection,' transformed, in this case, by his 'smart, sexy, and always on the go' Gateway notebook computer. His 'improved' reflection has more hair, a more conventionally masculine face, complete with a 'strong' jaw, and his clothes seem to fit him better. As in the Coloma ad, his grasps the talismanic product with his right hand, as he straightens his necktie with his left, perhaps signalling grooming rituals that underlie contemporary notions of masculine regimes of appearance. Here, however, the modernist office environment provides the setting, subtly suggesting that looks count on the job as well as on the make. The classic visual analysis technique of comparing and contrasting helps uncover themes common across product categories and brand campaigns, helping shift our focus to broader cultural concerns than market focused studies, and opening up consumer research to interdisciplinary inquiry. columns, heavy materials, and symmetrical form contribute to a building's appearance of strength. Of course, bank customers also desire financial strength, and an ability to withstand economic cycles. Security, for so long largely dependent on architecture fortresses, walled cities, and massive structures, also relates to psychological anxiety about financial matters.
The closed form of most banks was meant to signal protection-a secure institution to entrust one's future. Furthermore, the use of the temple form created a visual of a special building protecting its valuables, allowing only certain people access to the interior space, and promoting a ritual element of bank visit. Banks are not just depositories of money; they are repositories of hopes, dreams, and anxieties-a modern temple.
Information technology drove many changes in the banking industry-money and financial matters are no confined to pieces of paper that must be sorted and stored in ways that leave a ledger and an audit trail. Instead, they are electronic entries, generated via computers, and disconnected from particular spaces or buildings. This transformation was instrumental in overhauling the banking system from a loose network of numerous small local banks interacting with the Federal Reserve System to the current deregulated arrangement of mega banks, online banking, and international markets. The small town bank of the past, where customers knew the tellers, and met personally with the loan officer to discuss your mortgage, is gone, replaced by ATM machines, computerized forms, and secondary markets for mortgages. More efficient, certainly, but possibly less human.
Perhaps this points to the continuing significance of classical architecture-it alone remains to symbolize banking's connection with the past by tapping into classicism as a powerful referent system. Although the premises of banking have changed, the promises of the banking industry have not. You trust that the ravages of 400 years have not weakened the bases.
You trust the granite bases to support the 24-foot high Corinthian columns.
You trust nothing more than eight columns to sustain a 15,000-ton dome above your
head.
Yet you're wary of using a credit card online?
Thus, the high-tech, electronic VeriSign brand invokes the legacy of the classical form in a neat comparative statement that marries the old and the new, placing an Internet business within the long legacy of architectural signification.
Banks today are in the business of building brands as much as physical structures.
Benôit Heilbrunn argues that brands are transformative devices which allow contradictory principles to coincide, such as nature and culture, the real and the imaginary, the past and the present, and the very distant and the here and now. 18 Classicism reinforces this notion, linking an ancient past to the present via rhetorical devices perfected during in classical era. Berger, John, Ways of Seeing (London: Penguin, 1972) 
